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To undertake any journey is to travel through space and time, heading towards a destination and a resolution that lies somewhere in the future. For Victorian travellers abroad, though, these spatial journeys often manifested themselves as travels back in time at a symbolic level, away from the ideals of progress and modernity that the standardization of time had helped institute at mid-century and towards alien landscapes that were invested with inverse attributes in the popular imagination. These Eurocentric principles are famously summed up by the hapless Jonathan Harker at the beginning of Bram Stoker's Dracula (1897). En route to Transylvania and oblivious to the horrors that await him at the end of his journey, Harker's journal records his perturbation that railway time does not seem to transcend national borders: 'It seems to me that the further East you go the more unpunctual are the trains. What ought they to be in China?' 1 At the end of his journey, of course, Harker will have to contend with a deadlier foe than unpunctuality, in the form of the immortal Count Dracula, who plans to invade the very heart of the British Empire -on which the sun famously never set -and replace it with a regime on which the sun need never rise. In 'a world which is one half shut from the light', as Abraham Van Helsing puts it in the novel, the nocturnal powers of the vampire are indeed formidable, but ultimately not insurmountable once that world is governed by the standardized time that Harker lionizes in the opening pages of the novel.
2 The group of vampire-hunters that ultimately defeat Dracula and undo his plans for world domination have time on their side in their use of modern forms of transport and communication such as trains and telegraphs. After all, since October 1884, when Greenwich Mean Time had been enshrined as the universal norm at an International Meridian Conference held in Washington DC, these markers of technological progress had been invested with just the level of efficiency that would be required to dispatch a centuries-old vampire and restore faith in the onward march of modernity.
With the establishment of the prime meridian at Greenwich in 1884, London effectively became the yardstick against which the world should measure time, orienting the globe around the very heart of the British Empire. This symbolic mastery of time may be seen to be indicative of imperial dominance over the colonies and their 'primitive' subjugated peoples, as in one key scene from H. Rider Haggard's King Solomon's Mines (published in 1885, the year after the Washington conference selected Greenwich as the prime meridian). Encountering a lost tribe that speaks 'an old-fashioned form of the Zulu tongue, bearing about the same relationship to it that the English of Chaucer does to the English of the nineteenth century', the intrepid band of adventurers led by Allan Quartermain must find a way to prove their deific status and intervene to stop the tribe's barbaric and unjust brand of governance, conceiving a ruse that they will 'darken the sun' in order to show their displeasure at the savagery on display. 3 To do so, all they need do is consult their handy almanac to determine that a total eclipse of the sun is due to take place at 11.15 Greenwich Mean Time.
'Eclipses always come up to time; at least, that is my experience of them, and it especially states that it will be visible in Africa. I have worked out the reckonings as well as I can, without knowing our exact position; and I make out that the eclipse should begin here about one o'clock to-morrow, and last till half-past two. For half an hour or more there should be total darkness.'
